Pathways to Flood-Resilient Development in the Philippines: Governance and Religion
Hinako Sugawara
M.A. Candidate, International Development Studies, George Washington University
May §, 2025
1. Introduction
This paper explores how governance, religion, and development efforts intersect to potentially
lead to increased flood vulnerability, using the case of the Philippines as an example. Situated on the
Pacific Ring of Fire and within pacific typhoon belt, the Philippines faces extreme climate risks,
ranking as the most disaster-prone country in the World Risk Report 2024 (Biindnis Entwicklung
Hilft, 2024). Despite ongoing efforts to reduce disaster risks through infrastructure development, this
paper examines how governance issues and religious groups may weaken these initiatives and
increase flood vulnerability in marginalized communities. The goal is to inform audiences on how
effectively they can leverage development practices to build resilient communities from a broad,

international perspective.

2. Background

Due to its geographical location and climatic conditions, it is known that the Philippines has
often experienced floods due to typhoons and downpours. Severe floods have devastated the
Philippines in recent years, with the February 2024 flood serving as one of the recent examples.
Continuous heavy rainfall triggered floods and landslides, affecting 1.3 million and displacing 350
thousand people across Mindanao Island (Philstar.com, 2024). Specifically Metro Manila, the capital
region with approximately 13.5 million residents, is almost entirely at risk of flooding in a five-year
return period, according to estimates from the national program called Project NOAH (Nationwide
Operational Assessment of Hazards) (Dulawan et al., 2024).

Previous studies suggest corruption in the Philippines is rooted back in the early 20th century
under the American colonialism (Tadem & Tadem, 2016). They said that pro-long political dynasties

have led to the country's problems including poverty, inequality, and underdevelopment through



incoherent economic policy. Even today, political dynasties remain deeply entrenched in the
Philippines, with nearly 80% of congressional members and more than half the locally elected
officials coming from known political families (Mendoza et al., 2022). Corrupt institutions can
generally be obstacles to building strong and effective local institutions because, as Mendoza et al.
(2022) indicate, political elites prioritize their personal gains over public welfare.

Angeles (2009) highlighted how Philippine Muslims (Moros) have been historically
misrepresented in media and communication tools since Spanish colonization, which contributed to
long-standing distrust and conflict with the central government after the 1950s. Historically in the
Philippines, Christians and Muslims are separated by regions, with the former populated in the
northern islands like Luzon and Visayas and the latter more concentrated in southern Mindanao
(McDoom & Gisselquist, 2016). Even today, the majority of the southern provinces are inhabited by
Moros or other indigenous groups (Rosvold, 2020). Rosvold (2020) also found that these provinces
exhibit lower levels of human development compared to those in the northern region. Even though
scholarly work highlighted “interfaith group coexistence (Gomez & Gilles, 2014, p.87)” in
architectural landscapes in Manila, that does not indicate the absence of religious segregation and
equal representation across the country.

Understanding and addressing vulnerability beyond physical exposure is essential for
effectively assessing and mitigating disaster risks according to Dulawan et al. (2024). Previous studies
on social vulnerability in the Philippines have mostly focused on individual-level factors such as
socioeconomic or educational status (Lloyd et al., 2022) or emotional attachment to land, which has a
negative correlation with interest in relocation (Dulawan et al., 2024). While these insights are
important for understanding what makes individuals vulnerable, this paper aims to shed light on
underlying structural factors, including governance and religion that contribute to societal

vulnerability.



3. Methodology

The previous section demonstrated that religion and corruption are historically rooted issues in
the Philippines. As such, they are essential to understanding the societal factors shaping the resilience
of the state, and, therefore, are incorporated as primary variables in this study.

This study employs qualitative research using a case study in the Philippines. Using qualitative
data helps this paper accommodate a nuanced understanding of society to analyze how systemic
issues influence outcomes. Data is primarily from secondary sources, including academic articles,
reports, and credible media coverage. Incorporating different sources, the study provides a
multidimensional understanding of the development efforts and identifies critical areas for future

development efforts.

4. Results

This section explores how corruption and religious divisions intersect to impact development
efforts in the Philippines. These dynamics contribute to the misallocation of resources and ineffective
regulations, which undermine development and long-term resilience, particularly for marginalized
communities.

Weak governance systems may view disasters as political opportunities through reconstruction
projects rather than mere emergencies. Corruption in infrastructure development is a persistent issue,
as the World Bank (2005) has highlighted how such corruption undermines infrastructure business in
the Philippines. Some officials exploit complex and lengthy regulatory processes to extract bribes
(Richestph, n.d.), while others resist growth due to fears of political restructuring and the potential
loss of power (Mendoza et al., 2022). These practices present disincentives for corrupt politicians to
invest in resilient infrastructure. Additionally, political dynasties contribute to the persistence of
corruption, allowing these exploitative systems to remain largely unchecked across generations.

Moreover, corruption and weak governance contribute to ineffective environmental and city
planning regulations, leading to poorly planned urbanization, deforestation, and waste disposal. These
issues indirectly but significantly increase flood risk, particularly in low-income areas. For example,

Richestph (n.d.) highlights the shortcomings of the Philippines’ Environmental Impact Assessment



(EIA) process, noting that it often fails to adequately mitigate the environmental risks identified
within the proposed development projects. Deforestation caused by illegal logging, especially in areas
like Mindanao, reportedly has been undermining the development efforts to prevent erosion and
subsequent flooding (Lopez, 2024). These governance failures, marked by poor law enforcement and
regulatory oversight, ultimately exacerbate flood vulnerability and weaken societal resilience.

Religious divisions further complicate the issue of resource allocation. Empirical evidence
between 1996 and 2012 indicated that Christian-majority communities are statistically more likely to
receive new aid projects from international financial institutions in the Philippines (Rosvold, 2020).
Since such aid is often directed toward infrastructure development, the potential exclusion of non-
Christian communities from these projects can result in weaker resilience-building efforts. Given that
Muslim-majority islands like Mindanao have been increasingly exposed to flooding risks
(Philstar.com, 2024), the uneven distribution of aid may disproportionately disadvantage religious
minorities, exacerbating their vulnerability to climate-related disasters.

Religious segmentation also affects development through the implementation of land use. In
practice, local government units (LGUs) make decisions on the allocation of land to construct
buildings including religious facilities (Gomez & Gilles, 2014). The authors note that the construction
of non-Roman Catholic buildings may meet with resistance from Christian politicians within LGUs.
Such selective approval processes can lead to development outcomes that disadvantage religious
minorities, situating their places of worship in geographically marginalized or high-risk areas, thereby

exacerbating their vulnerability to hazards like flooding.

5. Discussion
Analysis of the Results
The previous section reveals that both corruption and religious divides can collectively
contribute to heightened flood vulnerability in the Philippines through misuse of resources and weak
regulatory enforcement, impacting well-intended development projects. The result also suggests that

corruption and religion can relate to each other to exacerbate vulnerability. For instance, corrupt



governance structures, influenced by religious affiliations, presumably prioritize aid and development
projects in areas aligned with dominant religious groups.

Having said that, in some cases, religion plays a role in augmenting resilience. For instance,
religious and faith-based organizations support victims in disaster response by providing mental
empowerment and economic aid to affected people (Sohrabizadeh, Jahangiri & Jazani, 2018).
Furthermore, the Catholic church supported an anti-corruption civil activity called Movement Against
Dynasties (MAD) (Tadem & Tadem, 2016).

International Comparison

The situation in the Philippines is not entirely unique, as many countries face similar
challenges. The mismanagement of resources due to corruption historically undermines disaster
response and recovery efforts such as in Turkey or China (Ha, 2023). His research showed that a
number of people were sacrificed in earthquakes because of stakeholders’ compelling interests in
monetary gains over building safety. Furthermore, exclusion or segmentation based on religion and
ethnicity has historically happened worldwide. The fact that many countries face similar issues
underscores the importance of international frameworks on flooding and other disasters, for example
Sendai Framework, to actively address corruption and religious divides to ensure inclusive and
effective disaster response.

Limitations

Demonstrated potential international applicability, this study acknowledges two key limitations.
First, due to the limited resources, it fails to include the primary data, firsthand voices from the
community, and statistical analysis, which future research should incorporate to deepen and validate
the findings. Second, the paper takes a broad national-level approach and does not fully capture
regional disparities or local dynamics within the country. Future studies should compensate for this
research by focusing on specific local contexts to examine practices and challenges within the regions.
Implications

Addressing the challenges of corruption and religious segmentation requires action ranging
from the international to grassroots levels. At the national level, governments must accelerate

transparent resource allocation and regulations, supported by oversight mechanisms and independent



watchdog institutions. To support this, international and regional organizations should prioritize
governance and social inclusion in their development programming, ensuring that anti-corruption and
equity measures are built into disaster risk reduction efforts. Fundamentally, grassroots and civil
society actors such as NGOs and religious organizations should continue to be empowered to play a
vital role in reaching marginalized communities, advocating for inclusive recovery, and promoting

accountability.

6. Conclusion

This paper explored the intersection of governance, religion, and flood resilience formation in
the Philippines, emphasizing the critical role that systemic corruption and religious divides play in
undermining contributions to mitigate flood risks. The analysis provides examples where corruption
and religious exclusion, particularly in Muslim-majority communities, hampers effective disaster
management by limiting transparent development, equitable resource distribution, and effective
management of society. The findings suggest that to enhance flood resilience, the Philippines must
address the dual challenges through the whole society approach involving the international
community and civil society.

Recognizing the limitations, the significance of this study lies in underscoring the importance
of considering and addressing social factors, including governance and religious divides, in flood
management in the Philippines and the wider world. Policymakers should pursue comprehensive
reforms to strengthen governance, promote social inclusion, and invest in climate-resilient

infrastructure to better protect disproportionately affected communities from future flood risks.
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